Abstract: This paper presents partial results from the first empirical study of KM in SMEs of
Introduction
Business can be classified by size, although economic statistic categorization may vary somewhat across countries. Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) are grouped in all economies as it is recognized that they need a special treatment because of their typical characteristics as well as their important contribution to the national economy. This recognition has been increasing worldwide, but academically, it seems not to receive enough attention. This fact can be seen in the Knowledge Management (KM) field. Most KM research focuses on big and resource-rich corporation (Wong, 2005) . After more than 30 years of development, studies about KM practices in SMEs are still rare. The present empirical research was conducted in Vietnam -a developing country in the Southeast Asia -with the desire to partly fill this lacuna in the literature as well as to find out the way to implement KM for SMEs there.
KM is perceived as a difficult-to-measure aspect as it belongs to strategic management for the long term and is mainly related to promoting innovation: not a field to which such SMEs are likely to dedicate much effort. But the preliminary survey conducted by the beginning of 2010 revealed that, while unaware of the academic terminology, SMEs in Vietnam are doing their best to deal with KM issues (Nguyen et al., 2010) . They do this primarily to maintain their business, and secondarily to develop it. This confirmed the previous experience of the authors. The result also identified the main motivation for SMEs to implement KM-related activities, which is the search for solutions to a chronic shortage of competent employees. The observation and the mini-consultation with some SMEs business owners have brought up the two probable main causes for this shortage: (1) the departure of knowledge employees from SMEs and/or (2) other employees don't learn how to work effectively. This paper partly presents the empirical data selected from 87 SMEs in Ho Chi Minh City -the biggest commercial city of Vietnam. The findings presented in this paper could help academics and practitioners to understand more about the operations of SMEs in developing countries as well as to suggest a feasible approach to initiate KM for SMEs. The paper is divided into six sections including the introduction. The second section briefly reviews the literature of KM and KM for SMEs. The third section presents the current situation of Vietnam economy as well as of Vietnam SMEs. The fourth section elaborates the methodology applied for the empirical research. The fifth section presents the findings of the research and discusses the results of the study. The implication and the limitations of the research are included in the last section -the conclusion.
2.
Theoretical background
Knowledge and Knowledge Management (KM)
Knowledge is considered a key business resource [2] , [4] , [11] , [10] , [14] and knowledge management has received increasing attention. Knowledge may be viewed from several perspectives; accordingly, perceptions of KM vary and KM is defined in enterprises as the formal management of knowledge resources to facilitate knowledge access and reuse (generally enabled by advanced information technology) [13] . Much academic work primarily focuses on IT efforts in KM [8] , [9] , [19] Focused more on organizational aspects of KM, Von Krogh referred KM to the identification and leveraging of collective knowledge to help the organization compete [21] . Gupta defined KM as "a process that help organizations find, select, organize, disseminate and transfer important information and expertise necessary for activities such as problem solving, dynamic learning, strategic planning and decision making" [7] . Generally, there is a unanimous agreement that people, processes, culture, technology are core components of KM. KM implementation varies depending on context and intent.
Pillania's definitions of knowledge and KM include the social and professional dimensions and fit well with what is needed for actually doing business. According to him, knowledge is the whole set of intuitions, reasoning, insights and experience related to technology, products, processes, customers, markets, competition etc., that enable effective action; and KM is a systematic, organized, explicit and deliberate ongoing process of creating, disseminating, applying, renewing and updating the knowledge for achieving organizational objectives [14] . This defines KM as a comprehensive concept covering all aspects of business concerning people, process, technology, and the environment as Drucker envisioned [6] .
Knowledge Management for SMEs
There are still very few studies which examine KM issues related to small business, despite the huge number of it in every national economy. If SMEs operate under pressure and suffer a lack of resources in developed countries, they have to face even more difficulties in developing countries, and 'the issue that small and medium-sized business will face will not be simply a scaled-down replica of largecompany experience' [15] , [18] [22] . Existing research reveals only a few studies about KM application in SMEs, especially in the context of developing countries. Those studies recognized significantly different issues for implementing KM in SMEs. Wong identified eleven critical success factors for implementing KM in the SME sector [22] . Sparrow proposed a model to guide knowledge projects in small firms as well as identified the phases in the KM development process in SMEs [18] . There were a lot of efforts to find the answer to the question of how to apply KM effectively into an SME operation, all seeking the optimum way for SMEs to implement/deploy KM in their operation. In all research however, there is no focus on Vietnam. The main reason is that KM is not yet known (or popular) in Vietnam. Current thinking holds that the Vietnamese economy is at a very early stage of development, and that this is not the right time for the application of advanced management tools such as KM. However, we are using a different mindset and thinking process in this paper. As the "late-comers" to the global market, businesses from developing countries need to choose a smarter way and take a short cut in order to play "catch-up" with the competition. Businesses in poor-resource developing countries-starting from ground zero-have no choice other than maximizing intelligent use of scarce resources and acquiring increased knowledge in order to "leap-frog" the competition [11] .
SMEs in Vietnam and the issues
In this section, some basic economical figures of Vietnam were presented, outlined the "panorama" of Vietnamese economy at the current time. Vietnamese SMEs' issues were also discussed to help us understand the difficulties that SMEs have to face with in such tough business environment.
The Vietnamese economic situation
In 1986 Vietnam launched a political and economic renewal campaign (Doi moi) that introduced reforms intended to facilitate the transition from a centralized planned economy to a "socialist-oriented market economy". The economic reform focused on the three main objectives: (1) Changing from a centrally planned and controlled economy to a market economy (with a socialist orientation) (2) Involving a shift from the policy of giving priority to the state owned enterprises to the policy of developing multi-ownership businesses and promoting private businesses; and (3) Changing investment policy that formerly emphasized heavy industries into policies of giving higher priority for development of food and consumer goods production, and goods production for exports .
The Vietnamese economy has had many achievements on the road toward a free-market situation, but basically, it still requires a lot of efforts to make the economic panorama brighter. Inflation has been a persistent problem for Vietnam ( Figure 1 ). Last year the inflation rate hit 11.75 percent and it is increasing continuously from the beginning of 2011. The fact that Vietnam dong has devaluated two times during last few months (the latest time -in the first half of 2011 -it was 13%) is a signal of the serious weakness of the national economy and the embarrassment of the central government at the macro economical level.
Vietnam is considered as an attractive place for international investors because of the country's success in being able to keep prices low and having a stable political regime. But on the other hand, that competitive edge is threatened by its heavy dependence on imported materials (80 percent of its products use imported materials, mainly from China) and Vietnam is "too far downstream in the global supply chain", where the profit margin is very small [16] .
Despite the GDP has reached 7.26% per year during over last 10 years, Vietnam growth quality, productivity, efficiency and the competitiveness of the economy are still low and macro balances are unstable. Export products from the country are mostly raw materials and industrial goods are mainly manually made. Productivity is much lower than regional economies (e.g. 2.6 times lower than China and 4.3 times lower than Thailand).
These macro-economical issues have caused a lot of difficulties for enterprises in Vietnam. In addition to these challenges, there are still other factors that burden doing business in the country such as the limited access to financing, policy instability, inadequately educated workforce, inadequate supply of infrastructure, foreign currency regulations, tax regulations, poor work ethic in national labor force, corruption, tax rates, etc. [16] .
The issues of SMEs in Vietnam
In Vietnam, the role of SMEs is now legally recognized as the driving force of the national economy. Business environment has improved and are more supportive but there are still a lot of obstacles for the real business development in Vietnam (as mentioned in part 3.1), especially for privately -owned SMEs (POE). But there is still the discrimination between state-owned enterprise (SOE) and POE. In comparison with SOE, POE's access to financing is much more limited. And while SOEs own public 
Research design

Hypotheses development
The objective of this paper is to verify whether the inferences of the authors really hold for the general population of Vietnamese SMEs. An oriented survey at the beginning of 2010 revealed that SMEs in Vietnam are doing their best to deal with KM issues despite of the fact that they are struggling to be survived in a very tough business environment. They do this primarily to maintain their business, and secondarily to develop it. The result also identified the main motivation for SMEs to implement KMrelated activities, which is the search for solutions to a chronic shortage of competent employees, as well as the two probable main causes for this shortage: (1) the departure of employees from SMEs and/or (2) other employees don't learn how to work effectively. Accordingly, two hypotheses were developed as follows:
H1: Staff turnover doesn't harm the business of Vietnam SMEs
H2: Employees of SMEs are learning (how to do the work, how to do work better) effectively at work
Departure of employees H1
Remaining employees cannot learn H2
Employees don't share knowledge H2b From the point of view of company management, the symptom of hoarding knowledge, the ineffective record system to capture existing knowledge in the organization, the ineffective training policy are determined as main KM-related factors that would influence the learning effectiveness of employees in the organization. In the framework of this research, to examine the existence of these factors, three sub-hypotheses are set as follows (other factors are not focused in this study):
H2a: Firm has an effective training policy
H2b: Employees are willing to share their knowledge
H2c: Firm's record system has been used as a reliable reference source
The inter-relationships of the hypotheses/sub-hypotheses are demonstrated by figure 2.
Contact method & sampling
At the beginning, the questionnaire were delivered by post and via emails to more than 500 companies randomly selected in the Yellow Pages of Hochiminh City, but more than 50% of emails was failed to reach the destination (i.e. the email addresses are wrong). The general response rate was too low. The researchers had to proceed the survey via the available networks to contact with CEOs/business owners of SMEs.
At the second round, the questionnaires were sent to more than 300 CEOs/business owners, and the response rate was quite positive -87 responses were received (~29%). Finally, 71 sets of data met requirements to be analyzed. And with the permission of respondents, 25 visits to companies were made to have better view on what's really going on inside the firms for the better judgment.
Research instrument
The survey method was used for this study. A questionnaire for SME's CEOs or business owners was designed both online and in a printable version (taking into account the fact that there is a big percentage of SME's CEOs or business owners who are not familiar with using computer yet). CEOs/business owners of SMEs gave their evaluation of the firm's performance and their views on firm management. The responses were used as the primary data for analysis.
The questionnaire is developed basing on the findings from the intensive review of previous studies.
Five point scaled were used in this questionnaire.
The variable "harmfulness level caused by staff turnover to businesses of SMEs" (H1) was measured by a single question. The variable "effectiveness of record system" was measured by average of two related questions basing on the usage of job-related reports and the consulting sources for management in the firm. Other variables were measured by different constructs namely (1) "Knowledge sharing level of working environment" (9 items adopted from Yang [23] , (2) "training effectiveness" (5 items); those are needed to check the reliability and validity.
In this study, reliability was evaluated by calculating Cronbach's coefficient Alpha while face validity was conducted during the pilot test to modify the wording and scales. Basic factor analysis was conducted to ensure the validity of main constructs. The results are presented in Table 1 . 
Data analysis
Fuzzy method, chi-square test were employed to analyze collected data. Linear Discriminant Analysis (LDA) was also used to classify the classes of firms in this research. While chi-square test and LDA are quite popular in economic and management research, fuzzy set (or fuzzy method) is still not used often despite of its advantages such as (1) permit a more nuanced representation of categorical concepts by permitting degrees of membership in sets rather than binary in-or-out membership, (2) can be used to address both diversity and ambiguity in a systematic manner, (3) enable researchers to evaluate set-theoretic relationships such as intersection and inclusion and, thereby, necessity and sufficiency [17] . Most of the primary data collected from the survey in this research is categorical, and somehow presents imprecise concept such as the level of administrative management, or sharing culture and working environment evaluation, etc. The rules to assess the criteria with imprecise dependencies among variables in the research are fuzzy. Thus, the fuzzy method was selected for this study.
Survey findings & Discussion
Primary data was obtained from 71 sets of responses. The industry types of SMEs are described in Table 2 . According to this result, we cannot reject the hypothesis H1 as there is no relationship between turnover of employees and the company class. The result can be interpreted that we cannot make the conclusion whether the rate of staff turnover badly affects on the performance of the firm or not. It may be caused by (1) the sample is not pure random (as explained in 4.3) or/and (2) the sample size is not big enough. It also may be the truth in reality of business in Vietnam as among the companies which were visited, there were very few ones who confirmed that they have difficulties with the high staff turnover rate. In SMEs, the turnover rate is high mostly in the manufacturing sector and happens with workers who are not competent enough or who are dealing with simple works in the factories and easy to be replaced by new employees. Normally, SMEs don't have problem with the management positions. This finding rejected the first intuition of the researchers but confirmed the one of the finding of Desouza and Awazu [5] that SMEs never considered knowledge loss caused by the departure of skilled employees a real problem or issue as it was in the large organizations. Only some mature SMEs had deliberate mechanism in the firms to prevent knowledge loss [5] . The reasons may vary, but the fact that in SMEs, CEOs are also the business owners and they are also the people who own the key knowledge in their businesses. And as the size of business is small, they can easily employ new workers to fill in the vacancy and train them. Another fact that can somehow explain this symptom is that in SMEs most of the management positions or key positions are assigned for the people in the same family or close friends who have the good relationship with the CEOs/business owners. Some other SMEs CEOs revealed that high staff turnover rate in their industries is considered as a nature of the business, thus they just purposefully limit the size of business according to the handling capabilities.
For testing the hypothesis 2, the fuzzy logic was used to set up the scale, the rule of assessment [3] . The fuzzy rule is described by the following steps: The results showed that only 56% of companies in the sample have an effective training policy (H2a). Then, according to the set standards, we cannot decide if SMEs in Vietnam has an effective training policy or not. For H2b, the result is rather good: 66% of the sample set evaluated their working environment and the willingness of people to share their experience and know-how. Only 17% of companies asserted that their people have recourse to the company's record system (H2c). Accordingly, the second hypothesis (H2) was rejected basing on the set standard:
Then we can make the conclusion that according to this research, employees in most of SMEs in Vietnam don't learn how to work effectively at the firms. This conclusion reflects what is really happening in SMEs in Vietnam. Other results from the survey supported this finding. While 52% (37/71) of companies complained about the serious shortage of competent employees for their businesses, only more than 35% (25/71) of companies revealed that they have a training policy for their employees, and the rest revealed that they don't have any training policy yet and it depends on the cases to make decision whether they train some employees or not. Answering the question what the reason for business owner to do not train the employees, 29 CEOs (~41%) of SMEs stated the lack of commitment from the employees as the most popular (and decisive) reason. About the record system, more than 46% companies (33/71) revealed that they don't use any job-related record or if they have it, just to keep in case of needed. This fact can be considered as a most significant weakness of SMEs management. It is understandable when 43% of SMEs' CEOs has not graduated from the high school yet (see 3.2). The result of H2c was closely connected to this fact: Managers and employees in firms cannot rely on the weak record system in performing their tasks.
Conclusion, limitation and implication
The empirical research's findings revealed that (1) even though it seems that the frequent departure of employees may cause problems to business (as it is often mentioned on Vietnam media) but in fact, for SMEs in Vietnam, there is almost no connection between the high staff turnover and the company's performance in general, and (2) The employees don't learn how to do job properly at work. The shortage of competent employees may caused by the latter reason. The results indicated that people don't learn well at work mainly because of (1) the weak record system (or the absence of record system), (2) the limited access to the record system (if any), (3) the lack of the company's training policy. This implicates that when firms set up the KM system, ones should set the special priority for building the record system and ensure that people can assess to this record system to learn. While 56% companies positively evaluated the effectiveness of their training system, only 35% companies confirmed that they really have a training policy. The question here is whether CEOs did not tell the truth or it was just the way they perceived the issue. The result from another question supported the latter explanation: 55% CEOs of companies in different ways revealed that they really don't think the training of employees is important for business (because the job is simple, or just because they don't have time, nor money to train employees), and some of these CEOs believed that their employees automatically learn well how to do job during working in their firms. This phenomenon confirms an urgent need to improve the management background of CEOs of SMEs in a very practical way.
The research also cannot avoid some limitations. Firstly, due to some objective reasons, the sample size is not big enough and not pure random (see 4.3) . This limitation may somehow effects on the results of the research. Secondly, the framework of this research was developed focusing on KM-related determinants while there may be other factors that can lead to the same phenomenon in the reality.
As the first empirical research in KM in the country, the authors believe that the findings presented in this paper could help academics and practitioners to understand more about the operations of SMEs in Vietnam as well as in other developing countries, and to suggest a feasible approach to initiate KM for SMEs.
